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Retaining Principals Where They’re Needed the Most: A Narrative Study of Turnover and 
Retention in the Field 
 
Michael E. Litke, Ed.D. 
University of Connecticut 
 
This capstone reports the findings of a narrative study examining principal turnover in 
priority schools/districts and the conditions that influence turnover intention. The purpose of the 
study was to identify factors influencing principals’ turnover intention and conditions that 
improve retention of quality principals. Qualitative data were collected from a sample of seven 
principals, each with experience working in priority schools/districts and four related central 
office administrators. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in person with sitting 
principals and central office administration. Interview questions explored participant’s career 
path, factors influencing job choices, as well as the conditions most valued at the school, 
community and district level. Additional documentation was gathered including district salaries, 
performance benchmarks, resource allocation and demographics. Results identified several 
themes among participating principals related to turnover intention, including a shared sense of 
social justice, the desire to work in and ability to lead a supportive and collaborative culture and 
the importance of district stability. 
 Keywords: principal turnover, job demands-resources model, turnover intention 
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Retaining Principals Where They’re Needed the Most: A Narrative Study of Turnover and 
Retention in the Field 
 
After teachers, the school principal is the most important contributor to students’ learning 
in school (Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010). The principal's contribution to learning is both 
complex and cumulative, requiring significant time for their impact to be realized (Boyce & 
Bowers, 2016). Researchers find it takes five to seven years on average for a principal to put a 
mobilizing vision in place, improve the teaching staff and fully implement policies and practices 
that positively impact a school’s performance (Boyce & Bowers, 2016; Louis et al., 2010). 
Unfortunately, annual principal turnover rates often hover between 18 and 30%, with a recent 
2016-17 nationally representative survey of public schools reporting 18% annual turnover (Taie 
& O’Rear, 2018).  According to Superville (2014), this is one of the highest turnover rates across 
professions accounting for as many as half of potentially effective principals leaving their school 
by their third year, never realizing their full impact on student outcomes. The negative effect of 
principal leadership turnover is compounded for lower achieving schools serving higher 
percentages of students from poverty (Baker, Punswick, & Belt, 2010; Branch, Hanushek, & 
Rivkin, 2013; Loeb, Kalogrades, & Horng, 2010). 
The principal, as the formal school leader, has greater authority to exert their vision, put 
systems in place to support adult learning, guide efforts towards common goals and improve 
student performance and teacher retention (Grissom, 2011). Leadership turnover not only cuts 
short the time available for leaders to have a positive impact, but frequent turnover can create 
further instability (Beteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2011). This instability often negatively affects 
school climate, staff morale, commitment (Beteille et al., 2012), and engagement while reducing 
student and parent attachment to the school (Griffith, 1999; Leithwood et al., 2008). Together the 
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effects of principal turnover can lead to a significant decrease in student achievement, 
particularly in already lower achieving schools with a history of frequent turnover and high 
poverty rates (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013; Miller, 2013; Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 
2013).  
 Furthermore, attracting quality principals to lead lower performing schools in the first 
place is a pressing problem. Studies show these schools tend to have limited application pools 
and higher concentrations of inexperienced principals (Branch et al., 2013). Additionally, once 
hired, the most effective principals are more likely to leave for higher achieving schools (Branch 
et al., 2013; Loeb et al., 2010). If we are to attract and retain quality principals, particularly those 
working in lower performing schools, we need to better understand the circumstances and forces 
that influence career decisions and improve principal recruitment and retention (Farley-Ripple, 
Raffel, & Welch, 2012). This capstone addresses this issue directly through a narrative 
exploration of working principals’ personal experiences, individual circumstances and conditions 
that influenced their decisions to leave or stay in their school.  
Literature Review 
To provide some context regarding the importance of increasing principal retention, I 
bring together literature on effective school leadership, principal recruitment and principal 
turnover. I explore how effective principals create conditions that support adult learning, build 
culture and put systems in place that increase teacher effectiveness and student learning. I then 
examine principal career paths from preferences and job selection to forces influencing both 
turnover and retention.  
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Leadership  
The principal’s impact, while indirect, is substantial and second only to the classroom 
teacher in its influence on the academic progress of students (Branch, 2009; Louis et al., 
2010).  Effective leadership lays the groundwork for a healthy and productive learning 
organization through the fostering of the conditions that allow other to have success (Higgins, 
Ishimaru, Holcombe, & Fowler, 2012). According to Grissom (2011), principals, as the formal 
leaders of their schools, have the greatest authority to exert their vision, put systems in place to 
support adult learning and provide the resources and direction necessary to guide efforts towards 
common goals. In the following paragraphs, I explore the importance of the principal’s 
leadership in creating conditions for learning, building teachers’ capacity and growing collective 
efficacy. 
Leadership and conditions. The job of principals is primarily to enhance the skills and 
knowledge of those in the organization around a common culture, with a focus on student 
outcomes (Elmore, 2000). School culture reflects the underlying beliefs, assumptions and values 
of an organization and affects the way people interact with each other, the children, families and 
go about their work. For a principal to have a positive influence on culture, it is important to 
develop a shared vision around a core mission and create conditions for a supportive learning 
environment (Wallace Foundation, 2011). Strategies that work as a lubricant for change include 
providing positive adult role models, which can happen through modeling, hiring, bringing 
outside presenters and conveying a genuine underlying belief in people (Schein, 1985).  
Supportive learning environments have common attributes, including psychological 
safety (Rimm-Kaufman, 2016). Psychological safety is a shared belief that individuals and teams 
are safe to take both professional and interpersonal risk without fear of negative consequences or 
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judgement.  Additionally, supportive learning environments promote a degree of autonomy, 
experimentation and relational trust (Bryk, 2010; Garvin, Edmondson, & Gino, 2008; Gomes et 
al., 2014; Grissom, 2011; Higgins et al., 2012; Wahlstrom & York-Barr, 2011). In these 
environments, teachers have some professional latitude to solve problems, try new strategies and 
apply their expertise in ways to help students learn. In addition, teachers feel respected by their 
principal and trust that he/she can be depended on to hold themselves to an equally high 
standard, persist in their role, follow through and stay true to their mission. Having supportive 
learning environments in place is linked to a more stable teacher workforce (Grissom, 2011), 
sustained motivation over time (Pfeffer, 2010) and improved student performance (Boyce & 
Bowers, 2016; Louis et al., 2010).  
Leadership and professional learning communities. In addition to creating conditions 
conducive to adult learning and creating a student-focused culture, effective principals use their 
role to organize systems that allow instructional staff to work collaboratively and receive 
coaching to build capacity (Wahlstrom & York-Barr, 2011). Systems that support collaboration 
and form professional learning communities (Bryk, 2010) help to build capacity by facilitating 
teachers sharing ideas, examining student work, identifying best practice and ultimately working 
together more effectively to enhance student learning (Bryk, 2010). Professional learning 
communities further build teacher and school capacity through increased opportunities for 
reflective dialogue and the de-privatization of practice (Bryk, 2010).  
Leadership and efficacy. The process of building capacity through professional learning 
communities has the additional benefit of building teachers’ self and collective efficacy 
(Caprara, Barbranelli, Steca, & Malone, 2006; Wahlstrom & York-Barr, 2011). Self-efficacy is 
the personal belief that one will be successful in a task and therefore influences one’s level of 
5 
 
 
 
performance through enhanced persistence and intensity of effort (Bandura, 1977). Bandura 
(1977) cited collective efficacy as the belief that a collection of individuals, such as a school 
staff, has the capacity to address the needs of the students (Wahlstrom & York-Barr, 2011). This 
belief, when situated in one’s work context, is perhaps one of the most important motivational 
factors for explaining teacher learning (Thoonen, Sleegers, Oort, Peetsma, & Geijsel, 2011). 
Teachers who believe they can make a difference and see their efforts positively impacting 
student learning are more likely to convey these beliefs to their students through their feedback, 
through the opportunities they provide students to tackle challenging problems, revisit mistakes 
and ultimately meet with individual success. It is the role of the principal to create these 
conditions (Grissom, 2011).  
Principal Selection and Retention 
 To contextualize the relevance of sustained and equitable leadership in schools, here I 
shift to explore the research on the principal labor markets. Principals operate in a competitive 
hiring market and have demonstrated preferences for working in schools that are safe, well-
resourced (Loeb et al., 2010), and serve higher achieving students from more advantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds (Baker et al., 2010; Beteille et al., 2012). These findings have 
implications in both the administrative selection and retention process, making it more difficult 
for lower performing schools/districts to attract and retain the most experienced and qualified 
candidates (Papa, 2007). A 2006 study found that in seven of eight years of data on principal 
turnover in North Carolina, the schools with higher rates of poverty were served by the highest 
percentage of new principals (Wheeler, Vigdor, Ladd, & Clotfelter, 2006). Similarly, a 2010 
Miami-Date County Public Schools study, examining principal distribution and turnover from 
2003-2009 found principals stated preferences were to work in easier to serve schools with 
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favorable working conditions, which tended to be schools with fewer poor, minority and low-
achieving students (Loeb, Kalogrides, & Hong, 2010).   
Furthermore, a 2009 report documenting principal retention rates of newly hired 
principals between 1996 and 2008 found that half of new principals left by their third year 
(Fuller & Young, 2009).  In 2015, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) compared 
principal turnover rates between 2007-08 and 2008-09 and 2011-12 to 2012-13 and found little 
change in this trend. Furthermore, poorer performing schools and those serving higher 
concentrations of students in poverty experience much higher administrator turnover rates 
(Beteille et al., 2012; Fuller & Young, 2009; Miller, 2013; Wheeler et al., 2006). This was 
evident in a 2007 study looking at New York State Education Department statistics from 1968-
2002, suggesting that schools with higher proportions of students from poverty and less-qualified 
teachers are disadvantaged with respect to their ability to retain principals (Papa, 2007). A 
similar pattern emerged in a separate 2010 study, finding that surveyed principals reported 
preferences for schools with less poverty and higher achieving students (Loeb et al., 2010).  
Given this preference to work in more resourced and higher performing schools, 
principals who move laterally to another school tend to use their experience and relative success 
as a stepping stone to higher performing schools/districts (Beteille et al., 2012) and improved 
salaries (Baker et al., 2010). Prior experience too influences how long a principal will stay at a 
school. Newly hired principals with prior successful school leadership experience are more likely 
to benefit from their experience, helping them to effectively make the transition and remain in 
their positions (Baker et al., 2010; Papa, 2007). New principals without the benefit or prior 
administrative experience to draw upon are more likely to struggle and leave within three years. 
Thus, lower performing schools serving greater concentrations of students in poverty, with less 
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of an ability to attract experienced principals are more likely to hire less experienced and less 
qualified candidates (Branch et al., 2013; Papa, 2007). As a result, they are also more likely to 
have greater rates of principal turnover than more advantaged schools (Beteille et al., 2012; 
Branch et al., 2013).  
Additional research, using a national data set from the 2007-2008 Schools and Staffing 
Survey (SASS) and the 2008-2009 Principal Follow-up Survey (PFS), categorizes leavers into 
two groups: satisfied and unsatisfied (Boyce & Bowers, 2016). For the purpose of this study, the 
focus is on satisfied leavers over unsatisfied leavers who were more likely to leave the 
principalship (Boyce & Bowers, 2016). Satisfied leavers tend to report highly on their perceived 
level of influence and attitudes towards their job, often the very principals districts want to 
retain, yet take a principalship in another school or district, often times ‘pulled’ into the position 
either through recruitment, tapping and/or increased salary (Farley-Ripple et al., 2012). Boyce 
and Bowers (2016) found that satisfied leavers presented similarly as stayers on survey results 
regarding their perceptions of influence, climate, salary disposition and attitudes, resulting in 
their recommendation to further research the composition of stayers and their career choices.  
 Retention. In a National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) survey 
of principals, Norton (2000) pinpointed the most cited factors negatively affecting principal 
retention as the changing demands of the job, salary, time, lack of parent/community support, 
negativity of the media and pupils towards school and a general lack of respect. Studies have 
found that addressing some of these factors yielded increased retention outcomes, particularly 
with cultural factors, such as instilling the workplace with genuinely caring and professional 
support (Davila, 2010). Improving salaries as a means of increasing retention is also supported in 
the research (Papa, 2007), particularly when salaries in the same labor market are higher for 
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principals with similar education and experience (Baker et al., 2010).  
 In other studies, working conditions presented as a significant factor influencing principal 
turnover. Sun (2015) found when accounting for school working conditions, the amount of 
turnover gap explained by contexts, such as poverty and racial composition, dropped 
significantly. Loeb et al. (2010) reported similar results, finding that favorable working 
conditions, including safer schools, a collegial culture, availability of adequate resources and 
high parental involvement, were associated with low turnover rates.  
Additional job-related factors shown to reduce turnover intention include both the 
principal’s sense their job is worthy and their satisfaction with the district (Tekleselassie et al., 
2011). On the job experience is also positively associated with retention and performance (Ni, 
Sun, & Rorrer, 2015), which suggests that reducing the number of first year principals assigned 
to challenging schools in favor of experienced leaders could support greater success and 
retention.  
In summary, the distribution and retention of principals is complex, contextual and is a 
function of multiple factors. These factors begin as early as the hiring process and include 
elements such as prior administrative experience, salary, working conditions, leadership 
practices, as well as individual leader characteristics. 
Theoretical Framework 
To help bring together the components of recruiting, identifying and retaining effective 
principals I introduce the Job Demands-Resource Model (JD-R), an empirically validated 
occupational stress model that explores the balance between job-demands on an individual, the 
resources available to manage those demands and how they relate to engagement and/or burnout 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The JD-R Model, introduced about eighteen years ago, is a 
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comprehension, broad and flexible model that has become popular among academic researchers 
for its practical use in organizations (Schaufeli, 2017). Since its introduction, two extensions 
were added including personal resources and engaging leadership. Personal resources include 
self-efficacy, optimism and organization based self-esteem. Engaging leadership includes a 
leader’s ability to inspire, strengthen and connect their followers through, as examples, fostering 
teamwork and collaboration (Schaufeli, 2017). These dimensions, in particular, offer a promising 
match for informing both individuals and district leaders on how to identify, support and sustain 
principal leadership. Additionally, the model is well equipped for this purpose because it is 
comprehensive; including both a positive motivational process as well as a negative stress 
process, and it is flexible, allowing for tailoring to specific settings (Schaufeli, 2017). 
Job-Demands Resource Model 
The JD-R model was initially applied to burnout (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 
Schaufeli, 2001), defined as a prolonged response to chronic stressors on the job (Maslach & 
Leiter, 1997), it has since been widely tested and validated across a wide range of samples over 
different countries and sectors to examine job characteristics, burnout, work engagement 
(Vander Elst, 2016). Relevant to my research, the motivational process, via engagement, links to 
low turnover intention (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). In my study, I apply the Job-Demands 
Resource Model (JD-R) (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) to begin to understand influences that lead 
principals to either stay in their current position or leave for another principalship. Although the 
JD-R model has not been used in a narrative study, nor specifically to examine principal 
turnover, I believe this approach may provide a deeper understanding of the problem of principal 
turnover through the lived experiences of working principals, while informing future studies. 
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The JD-R model suggests strain is a response to the balance between demands on the 
individual and the resources they have to deal with those demands that can lead to burnout or 
engagement (see Figure 1).  
 
Figure 1: Continuum of JD-R on Engagement and Burnout. 
Below, I define job demands and resources, explain how they interact on a continuum from 
burnout to engagement and how their implications apply to principal turnover.  
Job demands. The JD-R model addresses two sets of working conditions: Job demands 
and job resources. Job demands are the physical and social/organizational aspects of the job that 
require physical and/or psychological effort and their related costs. Examples of costs include 
work overload, insufficient reward, breakdown of community, absence of fairness and 
conflicting values (Maslach & Leiter, 1997). Job demands are not necessarily negative; however, 
they may turn into stressors when the levels of effort to meet those demands create a negative 
response such as anxiety (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Negative responses are exacerbated further 
when the demands extend beyond an individual's ability to cope or sustain effort, which can lead 
to increased turnover intention and burnout (Bakker et al., 2007; Schaufeli et al., 2004).  
Voluntary turnover intention, from the employee perspective, is one’s plan to leave one’s 
job. Voluntary turnover occurs when an employee has an alternative best opportunity (Saeed, 
Waseem, & Sikander, 2014). Given the demands faced by principals, this tendency suggests high 
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poverty schools will predictably have greater rates of turnover as leaders seek alternative 
opportunities. It is often the principals who report higher levels of engagement and efficacy in 
their work (Beteille et al., 2011; de Lange, De Witte, & Notelaers, 2008), who are the most 
successful in making lateral moves to more resourced environments. 
Turnover also results from burnout. Burnout has three dimensions: Exhaustion, 
depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach, 2009). Exhaustion represents 
a reduced energy to cope with one’s job, while depersonalization represents a loss of idealism 
and negative attitudes towards one’s clients. Reduced personal accomplishment represents 
diminished productivity, capability (Schaufeli, Leiter, & Maslach, 2009) and efficacy 
(Tekleselassie, 2011). In a 2012 MetLife survey examining principal turnover, 84% of principals 
reported high stress two or more days a week related to the perceived impossibility of the job, 
long hours, limited authority (Adamowski, Therriault, Cavanna, & Fordham, 2007) and intense 
pressure to raise achievement (School Leaders Network, 2014). These factors present particular 
challenges for new administrators in low performing schools where principal turnover rates are 
higher. According to Fuller (2012), when broken down, high school and middle school principal 
turnover averages 20% higher and 15% higher for elementary school principals. Without a 
realistic timeline for enacting positive change, perceived failure negatively affects a leader’s 
influence (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981), job security (Vander Elst, De Cuyper, Baillien, 
Niesen, & De Witte, 2016) and self-efficacy, while increasing strain (Riolli & Savicki, 2006) and 
turnover intention (Jaracz et al., 2017; König, Debus, Häusler, Lendenmann, & Kleinmann, 
2010; Sang Hyun & Dae, 2017; Staufenbiel & König, 2010).   
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Job resources. Alternatively, resources include the physical, psychological, social and 
organizational aspects of a job that reduce demands and their associated costs. Further, resources 
are functional in achieving work goals and/or stimulate personal growth, learning and 
development (Bakker et al., 2007). One job resource positively related to work engagement is 
job control. In education, examples of job control include latitude over hiring decisions and 
funding allocations to initiatives to address school needs. Bakker and Demerouti (2008) also 
cited supervisory support as a resource desired by principals. Additional resources include 
effective supervisory communication and an innovative and positive social climate (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2008). Resources are particularly relevant for assisting individuals in coping with job 
stressors under highly stressful conditions (Bakker et al., 2007). Additionally, individuals bring 
their own personal resources. Personal resources, including optimism, work as a buffer from 
external stressors and often develop on the job through experiences that build self-efficacy or 
through coping strategies (Aydin, Uzuntiryaki, & Demirdögen (2011). 
Engagement. Engagement represents the other end of the burnout spectrum. When 
appropriate resources are available to buffer or reduce demands, it increases job satisfaction, 
commitment and engagement (Bakker et al., 2007). Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) defined 
engagement as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind characterized by vigor (high 
levels of energy and mental resilience), dedication and absorption. Resources that increased 
engagement (Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2008) and retention include ensuring that employees have 
adequate levels of support from supervisors and colleagues, along with making sure that the level 
of one’s job control is commensurate with the pace, volume and complexity of the demands they 
face (Noblet & Rodwell, 2008). For principals, this includes greater autonomy for key decisions 
such as hiring, allocation of resources and spending. Additionally, professional development is 
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an important resource to improve knowledge and skills, while potentially increasing competence 
and self-efficacy (Tekleselassie, 2011). Growing school leader efficacy, on the part of the 
district, is most closely associated with organizational design (building collaborative cultures and 
structures that encourage collaboration). Relatedly, school leader efficacy correlates with 
engagement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). Figure 2 depicts the relationship between job resources, 
job demands and burnout. Increasing demands without associated resources increase turnover 
intention and burnout, while matching or increasing resources increases engagement. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Figure 2. Relationship of JD-R on Engagement, Turnover Intention and Burnout. 
Research Questions 
Examining the experiences of school leaders serving lower performing schools with high 
concentrations of poverty and their decisions to either leave or stay can inform strategies to 
improve retention. Given the importance of sustained leadership on student achievement, my 
capstone addressed the following research questions:  
1. How do principals make decisions to leave or stay, particularly in priority schools at risk 
for higher rates of principal turnover? 
 
2. What conditions do current and/or former principals in priority schools/districts believe 
would enable them to meet and sustain their job demands and reduce turnover?  
 
 
 
  
  
 
Resources 
D
em
an
d
s 
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Methods 
 Narrative research is a qualitative design of inquiry that explores the lives of individuals 
through their lived experience (Creswell, 2014). Narrative inquiry has a long intellectual history 
in education and is frequently used in studies of educational experience (Connolly & Clandinin, 
1990). It is a way of understanding and inquiring into experience through collaboration between 
researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with 
milieus (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In my study, I conduct a comparative narrative study to 
understand how elementary school principals make decisions to stay in their current position or 
leave for another principalship. These decisions do not occur in isolation, but nest in each 
individual’s personal motivations, backgrounds and worldview they bring to the job intersecting 
with their experiences on the job. These experiences encompass not only the key events as they 
play out, but also the individuals they interact with and conditions they face. Given these 
complexities, a narrative approach is best suited to capture each individuals experience 
chronologically and how these events, and other actors, shape their views of the past, present and 
future (Creswell, 2013). I analyze their stories through the Job-Demands Resource Model and 
examine the particular circumstances that influenced their decisions.   
Participants and Setting 
My study takes place in Hartford County, Connecticut, during the 2018 school year.  
Given the higher rates of principal turnover in harder to serve schools, I interviewed both current 
and former principals of schools in priority school districts and/or schools with greater than 40% 
of student’s eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL). Connecticut identifies priority 
school districts based on total school population, the number of students from families receiving 
temporary financial assistance (TFA) and the ratio of students from families receiving TFA. In 
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Connecticut today, schools with over 25% FRPL are medium/low poverty, 50%-75% FRPL is 
medium/high poverty and above 75% is high poverty.  Below 25% is low poverty. For the 
purpose of this capstone, the term “priority schools” identifies schools with greater than 40% 
FRPL. I sampled districts/schools in these categories as they typically have higher rates of 
principal turnover. Currently, of the 170 school districts in Connecticut, 17 (or 10%) are Priority 
Districts and roughly, 45% of students attend schools with concentrations of poverty over 40% 
(Thomas & Kara, 2017). 
I initially identified candidates for my study through reaching out to professional contacts 
and colleagues who had or were currently working in priority schools/districts as principals or as 
assistant superintendents. I chose to begin with administrators I knew, as there was already an 
established level of trust. This formed my initial candidate pool and through their referrals, I 
identified seven principals who met the selection criteria to participate. I divided the principals 
into two groups: “movers” and “stayers.” Movers are principals who left their school for another 
principalship. Stayers are those who remained in their current schools for three consecutive years 
or more. A narrative research approach allowed for an in-depth construction of each individual's 
story from their decision to enter the field of educational leadership, to the people, events and 
critical moments that influenced their decision to leave their position or stay. Given the nature of 
narrative research, I invited three stayers and four movers to provide a reasonable basis for 
comparison. 
My selection criteria included three requirements. The first criterion was each principal 
was leading, or led, a school with over 40% FRPL, and/or school within a priority district. The 
rationale, in the context of the JD-R model, aligns with the premise that lower performing 
schools with higher concentrations of students from poverty present greater demands and 
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additional pressures for school leaders, which in turn increase the likelihood of turnover, 
particularly to higher performing schools with less poverty.    
Second, I wanted to provide a similar representative number of stayers and movers. This 
criterion strategically provided maximum variation on the core problem of turnover to look 
equally at both sides of the problem to identify key differences and perspectives (Creswell, 
2014). While I began the study with six participants, I added a seventh to have ethnic diversity 
amongst the participants to add a greater variety of perspective viewpoints. 
The last selection criterion was that all principals were currently working as 
administrators with three or more years of experience in their current position. I based this 
criterion on the previously stated statistics that roughly half of school principals leave by their 
third year (Beteille et al., 2011; Superville, 2014). I designed this measure to ensure that none of 
the principals had left their new position or were promoted or demoted within the field. I wanted 
to exclude principals who left involuntarily for reasons associated with poor performance or who 
had not shown an ability to persist. If a principal left based on poor performance, one could 
argue that their turnover was not harmful to their school and perhaps even helpful, allowing the 
district to recruit leaders that are more effective. Additionally, excluding ‘movers’ who planned 
to move into central office level positions based on individual goals or aspirations, eliminated 
those who were perhaps, at the onset, disinclined to an extended tenure as a building principal. 
Rather, I aimed to narrow my sample to individuals who intended to continue to serve as school 
principals with sustained tenure in their position. Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of the 
principals selected to participate in this capstone and Table 2 summarizes the profiles of each 
district (all names are pseudonyms). 
 
17 
 
 
 
 
 
Data Collection 
To answer my research questions, I collected data through two rounds of principal 
interviews. I held interviews held at each participant’s office for their convenience, to build trust 
and to aid in eliciting open and reflective dialogue. Interviews ranged from thirty to sixty 
minutes in duration covering between seven and thirteen questions.   
In the first round of principal interviews, I used a semi-structured interview protocol to 
form a timeline of each principal’s journey into education, the events that influenced key turning 
points in their careers and those that helped shape their current outlook (Clandinin & Connelly, 
1998). I used open-ended questions (Creswell, 2014) such as, “Tell me what led you to become a 
principal?” “What were some of the pertinent successes or things you were proudest of?” and 
Table 1 
Selected Principals 
Principal Stayers Movers 
(in-district) 
Movers 
(out of district) 
Gender 
Curtis Rowe    x M 
Mindy Marsh x   F 
Jennifer Fuller x   F 
Nina Ball x   F 
Lee Patrick  x  M 
Rhonda Page   x F 
Clifton Parsons  x  M 
 
Table 2 
Associated Districts 
District % 
F/R 
Teacher 
Absence 
Rates 
Chronic 
Absence 
Rates 
Suspension 
Rate 
% 
EL 
% 
Black 
% 
Hispanic 
%  
White 
Average 
DPI 
Math 
and 
Reading 
Patterson  58 11 14 12 10 33 45 16 52 
Fairview 16 6 6 2 7 4 7 63 73 
Seaside 16 9 5 2 2 2 6 79 74 
Hartford 71 16 22 14 29 30 53 11 48 
Note. F/R is short for Free/or Reduced Lunch, EL is short for English-language learner 
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“What were some of the pertinent challenges that you faced along the way?” to provide 
opportunities for individual elaboration and story development. I also employed follow-up 
questions to explore factors salient to the literature including working conditions, personal 
disposition and potential contributory personal or outside factors.  
I conducted a second round of interviews two to eight weeks after the initial interviews to 
provide an opportunity for follow-up based on emerging themes, points of clarification and 
further exploration. This allowed enough time for transcription, initial data analysis and for 
follow-up questions to emerge. Anticipated themes included demands, resources, engagement, 
burnout and turnover intention. Additionally, in the second round, I gave each participant had the 
opportunity to clarify or elaborate on previous statements based on his or her reflections. 
To triangulate the data and gather additional contextual information, I conducted 
interviews with central office administration at each of the principal’s current district including 
two superintendents and two assistant superintendents. I drew questions from research on 
conditions that administrators cite in research as central to their success. These conditions 
include administrative support (Davilla, 2010), opportunities for professional learning 
(Tekleselassie, 2011), collaboration with colleagues (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008), communication 
and job control (Noblet & Rodwell, 2008). As with the principal interviews, I employed a semi-
structured interview protocol with open-ended questions designed to explore resources provided 
from central office to support their building principals. I conducted theses interviews one-to-one 
and in each administrator’s office for their convenience and comfort.  
 Finally, I gathered pertinent descriptive district data on each district from the State 
Department of Education School Profile and Performance Reports. This database provided 
information on staffing, teacher and student attendance, school performance, suspension rates 
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and student demographics. With this information, I triangulated data regarding demands and 
resources linked to research indicating principals’ preference to work in higher achieving schools 
serving more advantaged populations of students (Baker et al., 2010; Beteille et al., 2012) and 
schools that were safe and well-resourced (Loeb et al., 2010). Additionally, given the 
relationship between salaries and turnover intension (Baker et al., 2010; Papa, 2007), I collected 
information on each district’s administrative contract to provide data on wages compared to 
surrounding districts. I used these documents to triangulate resources and professional supports 
associated with reduced turnover (Davilla, 2010). The document review provided information 
regarding each school’s individual context, demands and resources. 
Data Analysis 
Prior to data collection, I developed a start list of codes to assign meaning to the 
descriptive and inferential information gathered from interviews (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 
2014). My first set of codes were deductive and developed to capture each principal’s story arc, 
including their beginnings, important characters, key events, turning points and reflection. I 
created additional codes related to the JD-R framework. For example, codes included job 
demands and resources. They also included associated emotions such as engagement, strain, job 
insecurity, and the like. I allowed other codes, and sub-codes, to emerge progressively during 
data collection (Miles et al., 2014). I used the coding software Dedoose to import my transcripts 
and assign codes line by line. I eliminated codes that were redundant or non-represented.  
As a narrative study looking at the complexity of individually derived meanings, I used a 
social constructivist framework to guide the development of open-ended questions so each 
participant could construct meaning (Creswell, 2014). During interviews, I paid close attention to 
both conversational nuances and body language of that could signal an opportunity for additional 
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probing. I conducted this analysis during the initial interviews and through a careful review of 
the transcripts when coding and developing questions for the second interviews. 
I compared each of the principal’s individual stories to extract commonalities and 
differences. Together these comparisons provided personal details to how each principal's 
experience influenced their decisions to stay or leave their current values and their future 
intentions (Clandinin & Connelly, 1998).  I organized data into displays to capture themes and 
provide visual summaries, including matrices outlining each principal’s career arc, summaries of 
observed demands, resources and patterns (see appendix D-G).  
Limitations 
 Using narrative research to elicit the personal details and lived experiences of principals 
working in, or who had worked in, priority schools/districts provided valuable insight into the 
issue of principal turnover. The size of the sample was limited and not intended to generalize, but 
to provide a greater depth of knowledge around the phenomenon of principal turnover to inform 
future studies and perspectives useful for policy makers and district leaders. 
Additionally, my study, as a narrative, does not control for potential personal 
characteristics or demographics that could play a role in one’s decision making including age, 
race or gender. It is possible that one’s perspective or priorities change through various life 
stages along with associated commitments, such as family, or stress tolerance that could 
influence career decisions. In addition, individuals may be more marketable with fewer years’ 
experience or if they are further from retirement, which could influence their opportunities to 
make a move. Relatedly, the small sample size does not allow for generalizations around gender 
or race in regards to turnover. Finally, as an acting principal with experience leading a priority 
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school I recognize my own biases and assumptions. As such, I take additional care to carefully 
analyze the data and let the personal experiences of the participants drive the findings. 
Significance 
Connecticut has one of the largest achievement gaps in the nation between students from 
poverty and their classmates from more resourced backgrounds (Frahm, 2014), in addition to 
some of the greater concentrations of poverty within metropolitan areas (Buchanan & Abraham, 
2015). At the end of 2016, Hartford had to replace fifteen school principals, roughly 28% 
(Clifford & Chiang, 2016). The individual experiences and life stories of principals working in 
priority districts that provide an understanding of their decisions to leave or stay has promise to 
help local districts, states and federal policymakers in retaining talented school leadership. The 
level of detail afforded through personal interviews will provide added depth of insight from 
previous surveys, including the 2012 MetLife survey, to explore why principals make decisions 
to leave or stay in schools with higher rates of turnover and what resources and supports have 
potential to increase leadership retention. Identifying the underlying experiences, beliefs, values 
and conditions that serve to support, grow and retain quality principals is a critical step to 
creating the stability and school-level conditions for positive change. Ultimately, the conditions 
that sustain leadership have the promise of improving student achievement. 
FINDINGS 
For the purpose of this capstone, I developed my questions around several themes within 
the narrative storyline and reflections of each principal including: Principal backgrounds and 
experience, motivations and expectations; leadership and personal efficacy; parental, school and 
district conditions and the role of accountability. I present each theme through the lens of Job-
Demands and Resources. As a reminder, the JD-R model is an occupational stress model that 
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suggests strain is a response to the balance between demands on an individual and the resources 
they have to meet those demands or not (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). As stated, all names of 
principals, schools and districts are pseudonyms.   
Principal Backgrounds and Experience  
Principal selection is a competitive process and less resourced districts are disadvantaged 
in attracting experienced principals due to candidates’ general preferences for high performing 
schools (Loeb et al., 2010) serving students from more socio-economically advantaged 
backgrounds (Baker et al., 2010; Beteille et al., 2012). As a result, lower performing districts 
face hiring lesser-experienced administrators based on their candidate pool (Papa, 2007; 
Wheeler, Vigdor, Ladd, & Clotfelter, 2006). With less experience, or records of accomplishment, 
it is more challenging for hiring committees to identify candidates with a high probability for 
success.  
Consistent with previous studies, more than half of the principals in this study were hired 
without previous administrative experience, as illustrated in Table 3 (Papa, 2007; Wheeler, 
Vigdor, Ladd, & Clotfelter, 2006). The superintendent of Peterson, a priority district, 
acknowledged a preference for hiring experienced administrators, but found it difficult to do so 
at the elementary level. Conversely, the district leaders interviewed in low poverty, higher 
achieving districts spoke of strong candidate pools. The superintendent of Fairview stated that all 
of his hires had previous administrative experience, as did the assistant superintendent in 
Seaside, who attributed the strength of the district’s pool to the perceptions of the district as 
successful and supportive of families,  
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I think because of our blue ribbon status and the accolades we have received it tends to 
work for (portrays) us as sort of a community that has been deemed successful publicly.  
The challenge in attracting similar numbers of experienced principals immediately puts priority 
districts at a disadvantage. As a result, schools serving more disadvantage populations of 
students are less competitive in hiring experienced principals with records of accomplishment 
and, as a result, are more likely to take a chance on an inexperienced principal with a greater 
probability of turnover. Adding to this disparity, as previously stated, priority districts are further 
disadvantaged in retaining their successful hires, as they are more likely to use their success and 
newfound experience as a stepping-stone to more desirable assignments (Beteille et al., 2012). 
I begin by examining the out-of-district movers, Principal Page and Principal Rowe.  
Principal Page began her career teaching in a nearby affluent suburban district and eventually left 
to become a principal in a similarly high performing district. Page believed going in, the way to 
gain experience as a principal was to enter a less competitive hiring pool to gain experience and 
make her a more qualified candidate down the road. As she explained it, 
I knew that it would really be difficult to try to break into some of the other high 
performing districts, for lack of a better word. So, I knew that I probably would end up 
going into a principalship right from the classroom and that I probably would end up in a 
more urban setting. So, I think I was a little naive because I worked in, you know, more 
of a middle class, high performing district beforehand. 
Principal Page, who lacked priority school experience, felt a mismatch between her 
motivations and the demands. Without prior experience in a priority school, Principal Page’s 
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expectations stemmed from her time working in a more resourced setting. Once in the job, she 
found the behavior demands and lack of resources, took away from being an instructional leader.  
Principal Rowe, on the other hand, had previous experience at the priority school, as an 
intern during his administrative preparatory program’s (the same school he would later lead as 
principal). His first principalship was in a relatively high achieving suburban district. When he 
left to take a principalship in a priority school district, he returned to the school where he 
interned. He knew the school, the staff and the families he would serve, and at that point had five 
years of administrative experience. Although he would later move, Principal Rowe expressed 
that he would not have left had not been for a conflict over a hiring decision made by the 
superintendent coinciding with central office turnover. On reflection, he shared he missed feeling 
that he was making more of a difference. 
In examining the principals who remained in district, both the in-district movers and 
stayers came up as teachers within their current district. Of the stayers, all three were female and 
each mentioned loyalty as one of the reasons they remained. Two of the three stayers were 
Caucasian and one was Asian American. Additionally, two principals, one stayer and one in-
district leaver, mention personal experiences, including those related to race, as reasons 
influencing their commitment to their school or district.  
In summary, none of the out-of-district movers taught in a priority district prior to their 
principalship, although Principal Rowe gained priority school experience in his administrative 
internship. While each in-district movers and stayer taught in district prior to attaining a 
principalship. Among the movers, three of the four were male, although two remained in the 
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same district. Three of the four movers were Caucasian, with one remaining in the district. Table 
3 charts each principals’ gender, ethnicity and experience. 
Table 3 
Principal Backgrounds and Experience 
Principal Stayers Movers 
(in-
district) 
Movers 
(out-of-
district) 
Gender Ethnicity Prior 
Teaching 
Experience 
 
Prior Adm. 
Experience 
Curtis Rowe 
  x M Caucasian 
Out-of-
district 
Out of 
district 
Mindy Marsh x   F Caucasian In-district In district* 
Jennifer Fuller 
x   F 
Asian 
American 
In-district N 
Nina Ball x   F Caucasian In-district N 
Lee Patrick  x  M Caucasian In-district In district 
Rhonda Page 
  x F Caucasian 
Out-of- 
district 
N 
Clifton Parsons 
  x  M 
African 
American 
In-district N 
*Only had a partial year of experience 
 
To explore commitment in the context of turnover, I examined each principal’s 
motivations at their entry into their profession, along with their initial expectations (see Table 4). 
Given that each principal was selected based on having exceeded the average tenure for new 
administrators, it is worth noting that each expressed their move into administration was driven 
by a desire to have a greater impact.  
Of the out-of-district movers, Principal Rowe spoke to seeing an opportunity to make a 
larger impact on a needier population of students and in a familiar district. He knew going in 
students were less privileged and expected different needs regarding parental involvement. 
Principal Page, on the other hand, aspired to be an instructional leader and had an interest in 
working with curricula. 
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I really thought that I was going to be an instructional leader. That is why I went into the 
principalship to begin with. I really wanted to work with teachers and I wanted to have a 
greater impact on student achievement. I also thought I would have some autonomy. 
Being able to look at different curriculum and being able to implement certain programs 
and just kind of be able to do my own thing in my own school 
Alternately, of the stayers and in-district movers, several expressed a desire, not only to 
make a difference but also to explicitly work with disadvantaged populations. Principal Fuller 
described it as a calling, expressing she was motivated by “social justice.” Parsons expressed a 
desire to “help these kids that grew up like me” and Ball expressed in further conversation how 
her personal experiences growing up connected her to her students, particularly the English 
learner population and those who had immigrated to the country.  
In summary, the staying principals’ motivation was consistently to work with and make a 
difference for disadvantaged students. For some this went even deeper, stemming from a 
personal connection or shared experience. While this was not consistent among the out-of-
district leavers and neither felt a personal connection from their own backgrounds with the 
students they served. 
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Table 4. 
Early Career Motivations and Expectations 
Movers Beginnings/ Early 
Career 
Reason Became a 
Principal/Urban 
Expectations Going In 
Curtis Rowe   Taught in a 
private school  
 Interned in a 
priority district. 
 Opportunity for 
larger impact  
 Familiar with 
district 
 Students with less 
advantages 
 Less parental 
involvement 
Clifton 
Parsons 
 Grew up in the 
district where he 
became a teacher   
 Encouraged to 
pursue 
leadership  
 Help students of 
like background 
 Expected 
challenges 
 To have more 
support 
Rhonda 
Page 
 Taught fourth 
grade in a high 
performing 
affluent district  
 To be an 
instructional 
leader  
 Greater impact 
 Difficult to get 
high performing 
district 
 Thought there 
would be 
autonomy look at 
different 
curriculum and 
programs  
Lee Patrick  Grew up in same 
town Wanted to 
give back to the 
community   
 Experience as 
assistant 
principal  
 Challenge of 
working in a 
diverse 
community  
 Had a successful 
track record 
 Expected a 
greater focus on 
behavior  
 Wanted to 
improve 
achievement 
Stayers Beginnings/ Early 
Career 
Reason Became a 
Principal/Urban 
Expectations Going 
In 
Mindy 
Marsh 
 Began in 
advertising  
 Went back to 
school 
experience in 
urban school 
 Make difference 
 Principal left 
late in year 
 Felt obligated to 
continue the 
work with staff  
 
 Wasn’t sure what 
to expect 
 Thought it would 
be similar to 
being an assistant   
 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
 Student taught 
urban district 
 Became a 
teacher in same 
district   
 Social justice 
 Felt a calling 
 Moved from 
classroom into 
principalship 
 Expected more 
responsibility 
 Had a good model 
Nina  
Ball 
 Went to school 
in district 
 To give back 
 Encouraged to  
 Wanted to make 
bigger impact  
 Expected it to be 
challenging 
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Next, I examine each principals’ level of strain as shared through their challenges and 
frustrations shared in Table 5 and Table 6, compared to their level of engagement. As a 
reminder, according to the JR-D model, when principals feel they have the resources to meet 
their demands there is a corresponding increase in commitment, engagement and job satisfaction 
(Bakker et al., 2007). Conversely, when demands are greater than their ability to meet them there 
is a reduction in feelings of accomplishment and eventually commitment (Bakker et al., 2007; 
Schaufeli et al., 2004). In this study, challenges are synonymous with demands and frustrations 
arise when demands outweigh available resources to meet them.  
When looking at challenges, the principals shared many in common with the top three 
most stated challenges including, limited support staff, student behavioral needs and district 
turnover. In this regard, there are few if any patterns differentiating out-of-district movers with 
in-district movers and stayers. However, there were differences in what challenges became 
frustrations. 
Of the out-of-district movers, Principal Rowe grew frustrated over the perception his 
teachers, because they worked in a priority school, lacked the respect they deserved societally 
due to the student test scores, regardless of how hard the teachers were working and their level of 
training. Principal Page, on the other hand, grew frustrated with feeling that parents were not 
always working together with the school, particularly when it came to student behaviors. Both 
Principal Page and Principal Rowe, neither of whom had assistant principals, were frustrated 
with feeling they had a lack of support for dealing with student behavioral and emotional needs. 
In Principal Page’s case, to the point of taking her away from meeting her goals of instructional 
leadership, a primary motivation for becoming a principal. 
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Of the in-district stayers and movers, while they shared common challenges, their 
frustrations varied. Among the stayers, Principal Ball’s biggest frustration was not having 
“enough people to do the work,” and feeling because things were going well the district used this 
as a rationale to remove or not provide staffing resources. Principal Marsh shared this frustration 
and additionally felt frustrated by what she described as a lack of support from central office, 
particularly in the wake of district turnover, which left her feeling particularly disconnected and 
isolated. At the time of her interview, some of her frustrations were wearing her down. 
You know, all of those things are perceived as barriers or obstacles to me doing my real 
job, which is being the instructional leader. Right. So I think the moments that I feel sort 
of demoralized and like I can't do this anymore or if I've had, you know, a sort of the 
stretch of time where I feel like, which is a lot of just killing myself here. 
Of the in-district-movers, Principal Patrick’s greatest frustrations included not always feeling he 
was able to work together successfully with the parents over student issues, under funding and 
district politics, while Principal Parson’s was difficulty in covering staff absences due to a 
shortage of staffing options.  
 
In summary, although there were a number of frustrations shared by the principals there 
was not a pattern or theme regarding a particular frustration. However, in the cases of the out-of-
district movers, their moves were predicated by frustrations that either prevented them from 
feeling successful at the part of their job they most valued or culminated in an intersection of 
frustration, circumstance and a tipping point.  
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Table 5 
Top Challenges 
 Stayers  
N=3 
Movers In-
District 
N=2 
Movers Out-of-
District 
N=2 
All Principals 
N=7 
Resources 
(staffing) 
3/3 2/2 2/2 7/7 
Behavioral 
Needs 
3/3 1/2 2/2 6/7 
District 
Turnover 
3/3 2/2 1/2 6/7 
Parental 
Involvement 
2/3 1/2 2/2 5/7 
Staff Issues 1/3 2/2 1/2 4/7 
District 
Support 
2/3 0/2 0/2 2/7 
 
 
Table 6     
Top Frustrations 
 Stayers  
N=3 
Movers In-
District 
N=2 
Movers Out-of-
District 
N=2 
All 
Principals 
N=7 
Resources 
(staffing) 
3/3 0/2 2/2 5/7 
Lack of 
Fairness 
2/3 1/2 1/2 4/7 
Time away 
from 
Instructional 
Leadership 
1/3 1/2 1/2 3/7 
Parental 
Involvement 
1/3 1/2 1/2 3/7 
Central 
Office 
Policies 
2/3 0/2 0/2 2/7 
Student 
Behavioral 
Needs 
0/3 0/2 1/2 1/7 
Lack of 
Support 
1/3 0/2 0/2 1/7 
District 
Turnover 
0/3 0/2 1/2 1/2 
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Leadership and Personal Efficacy 
A principal’s satisfaction in their job, belief they are meeting their work demands and the 
required effort is worth the effort reduces turnover intention (Tekleselassie & Villarreal, 2010). 
Amongst the movers, Rowe related positive feelings regarding his work at his school.  With the 
support of the district, he and his staff reinvented their intervention model to serve all students 
and over his tenure, he was proud of the growth in student achievement.  He spoke highly of his 
staff and the “outstanding” school climate.  He felt the district was supportive, as were the 
parents, overall.  Although frustrated by budgetary constraints that limited his access to support 
staff and what he described as “constant pressure” from educational policies to reach certain 
fixed targets he believed unfairly labeled schools and, in the public eye, diminished the 
perception of the quality of his teachers, he was not considering leaving his position. Ultimately, 
when he did make the decision to leave, it was due to the combined impact of a superintendent 
whom he knew and trusted reaching out with a job opportunity and feeling “unsettled” with 
turnover at central office in his current district. He described the tipping point as when his 
current district assigned an assistant principal with a poor reputation to his building, despite his 
objections and offer to lead the school without an assistant.   
Principal Page’s circumstances differed from Principal Rowe. While she felt positive 
about some of her accomplishments, ultimately, she did not feel completely efficacious in her 
role. She felt that her time spent on student behaviors took away from her primary reason for 
becoming a principal, which was to be an instructional leader. She described teachers as being 
“burnt out” and although she was motivated to work to make things better, she ultimately left the 
position for a higher achieving suburban district where she felt she could better utilize her 
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strengths. Although a personal move predicated her leaving, she claimed that she would not have 
stayed in her previous position. 
Had I not moved, I would still not be there. So, I would have started looking. And I think 
once again, it just goes back to the reason why I went into the principalship in the first 
place was really to be an instructional leader.   
It is interesting to note that, while the majority of the principals listed student behaviors as one of 
their pertinent challenges, Page was the only one that also listed it as a frustration and, in 
particular, one that interfered with her ability to feel fully successful in her role. Additionally, 
Page noted that staff were overwhelmed, reflecting on the overall climate and her frustrations in 
trying to support them. 
Teachers were burnt out. It was hard. I think teachers go into teaching exactly for that 
because they really, they want to instruct and they want to teach the curriculum and we 
all know that when you have behaviors in their classroom and they are difficult to deal 
with, that you can't teach, so you're feeling bad for the other children in the classroom, 
that you're not able to deliver instruction, but you feel that that responsibility to meet the 
needs of this behaviorally challenged child, that it's really hard to do alone. But yet when 
you don't have capacity in your building, it's hard to bring everyone along as a team. And 
so I would have to say that school climate was just okay. Was just okay. 
In the end, it was hard for Principal Page to feel successful in her role and her ability to support 
the teachers and have the type of impact she imagined as a principal. 
Among the in-district movers, Principal Patrick, like Principal Rowe, identified 
improving student achievement as one of his accomplishments.  Similarly, he spoke highly of his 
teaching staffs, describing them as highly collaborative and always rising above the academic or 
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behavioral challenges. Regarding his changing schools, he also relayed that he was “tapped” or 
approached by the superintendent for an opportunity to start a new theme school. He spoke to 
how he was not looking to leave his old school, even though it had a higher percentage of 
families qualifying for free/reduced lunch. Ultimately, the new challenge lured him away, along 
with the opportunity to select his assistant principal and several staff members.   
Principal Parsons also felt accomplished about turning around the culture and climate in 
both his current and previous schools.  He felt very comfortable in his role as principal and 
prided himself in a reputation of integrity.  Like Patrick, being ‘tapped’ by his supervisor 
predicated his in-district move. Once to start a new school and most recently regarding an 
opportunity to work in a central office position, which he ultimately saw as a chance to have an 
even greater impact on students and schools through supporting principals.  
Of the staying principals, Principal Fuller and Principal Ball, similarly to Principal Rowe, 
Principal Patrick and Principal Parsons identified one of their most pertinent achievements as the 
turning around of the morale of their school and developing a strong collaborative culture and 
professional learning environment. Additionally, Fuller expressed a collaborative culture and 
sense of belonging within the district.  She had come up through the system as a teacher and 
valued the relationships she had with her colleagues. Ball, relatedly, expressed an additional 
connection to the community and students, connecting her own childhood experiences to those of 
her students that contributed to a drive to give back to the town where she was a both a student 
and teacher.   
In summary, each principal made a conscious decision either to stay or to leave their 
current or former assignment, based on their individual circumstances, with some common 
rationale. Each of the three stayers expressed a sense of loyalty to their staff as a primary reason 
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they have remained in their position.  They also noted connection to the community, students, 
loyalty to the district and a sense of belonging as factors influencing their decision to stay or 
leave. Fuller stated that, 
When I think about leaving, it's like, I feel almost like I'm cheating Peterson School 
District. I'm like, I'm cheating on my kids or I'm cheating on, you know, on my staff now. 
When speaking of her staff, Ball stated, 
I think what's really interesting about my staff and me is that we are very loyal, we are 
loyal and one of the inside jokes that we have is we have outlived every leadership out 
there. And we will continue to do so because we have a moral compass. We know where 
we're going regardless of what's happening at this day, regardless of what's happening at 
the district. We are Hilltown people. We are this community. We believe in our kids. We 
believe in our community. 
  When looking at the principals who switched schools or districts, there were additional 
contributing factors other than their own personal intentions, but rather the intentions or 
influences of superintendents through tapping. Tapping was not something that I was thinking 
about going into the research; however, I discovered it played a considerable role. Of the movers, 
three of four (if counting Parsons who began the study as a stayer, however, was in the process 
of leaving by the second interview), had been tapped to either make a lateral move within or out 
of their district. The in-district movers, Parsons and Patrick, were both tapped. Patrick to lead a 
new theme school and Parsons to a central office position.  This was the second time Parsons had 
been tapped to move in-district. Rowe, on the other hand, moved to another district during a time 
of leadership transition in his current district.  In each of these cases, the moves between 
schools/districts were from a lower performing school with higher rates of poverty to a higher 
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performing school with lower rates of poverty. However, in the case of the in-district movers, 
they did not initiate the move. Of the out of district movers, one received close to a 10% increase 
in pay while the other’s salary stayed roughly the same. However, of the schools in Hartford 
County, the more affluent districts offered the higher salaries, in some cases by over $20,000.  
Finally, it is worth noting that only one of the principals did not have previous experience 
in a priority school/ district and she was the only principal who left her district based on an initial 
motivation to work in a higher performing district where she believed she could be more of an 
instructional leader. In Table 7, I chart principals’ reflections on their accomplishments along 
with their frustrations and their decision to leave or stay.
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Table 7 
Accomplishments and Frustrations/Decision to Leave or Stay 
Principal Accomplishments Frustrations Decision to Leave/Stay 
Curtis 
Rowe  
 Implemented a tiered 
intervention model that 
addressed the individual 
needs of all students 
 Improved test scores 
 Teachers being perceived as less 
effective 
 Lack of supports for behavioral 
needs 
 Lack of support staff 
 Was reached out to 
 Conflict over selecting assistant 
principal 
 Turnover at central office 
 Significant pay increase  
Mindy 
Marsh 
 Successfully brought in 
additional resources through 
grants and community 
outreach  
 Division between parents/school 
 Being an instructional leader 
 Lack of support staff 
 District support 
 Can’t afford to go back to the 
classroom 
 Loyalty to staff 
 Fear of change 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
 Turning around the morale 
of the school when I got 
here 
 Policies that tie administrator’s 
hands 
 Proximity 
 Sense of belonging 
 Loyalty to staff/district 
Nina  
Ball 
 Level of professional 
learning in building 
 Collaborative culture 
 Lack of support staff.  Loyalty to staff 
 Sense of moral purpose 
 Connection to families/students 
Lee 
Patrick 
 Started new theme program 
 Moved a school off of the 
list under NCLB 
 Leading district initiatives   
 Developing teacher leaders 
 When politics “get involved” in 
educational decision making 
 Under funding 
 Getting parents to work together 
to support child 
 Tapped 
 Was ready for another 
challenge 
 Opportunity to work with new 
people 
Rhonda 
Page 
 Developed co-teaching 
model 
 Improved implementation 
of behavior plans 
 Behaviors and other demands 
that interfere with time to be an 
instructional leader 
 Personal move 
 Wanted to be an instructional 
leader 
Clifton 
Parsons 
 Safe school turnaround 
 Changing climate/culture 
 Reputation of integrity 
 Demands that take away from 
being an instructional leader 
 Reassignment/ Tapped 
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District, School and Parental Conditions 
 The principals identified a variety of valued district-based conditions including support, 
opportunities for collaboration, communication, job control and opportunities for professional 
development. The most cited conditions, identified by four of seven principals, were district 
support and opportunities for collaboration. Several principals equated support to feeling safe to 
take risks and trusted by their supervisors to see ideas through. Table 8 displays the conditions 
principals valued most at the district level. These conditions should provide insight for districts 
and policy makers on how to design systems that help to attract and retain effective principals. 
Among the movers, Principal Page valued district opportunities for professional 
development, communication and transparency. To her, this established trust, stating, “When 
there is trust and a clear vision it helps everyone get on board. When there is not, it can derail 
initiatives.” Principal Rowe valued collaboration and district support. In his current job, he 
believed the district supported and valued principals as professionals. He felt safe to share ideas 
and often saw his ideas put on the district agenda for discussion. He also appreciated that his 
current district took the time to do things in a more thoughtful pace. He attributed this to having 
good state test scores, which allowed for less panic or a race to implement the next “silver 
bullet,” as he felt was the case in his former priority district.  
The stayers and in-district movers also valued feeling supported by district 
administration. Patrick explained the feeling as, “If you feel as a leader it’s okay to make 
mistakes or it’s okay to learn new things every day, it lowers one’s stress level and gives you 
confidence.” Principal Fuller and Principal Patrick expressed they believed they were well 
supported by district administration and identified an assistant superintendent, who helped foster 
this support at the elementary level, although she was leaving the district that summer.  
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Table 8 
Conditions Most Valued 
 District Conditions Most Valued School Conditions Most Valued Parent Conditions Most Valued 
Curtis 
Rowe  
 Collaboration with district 
colleagues and central office 
 District support 
 Supportive environment  To have a collaborative and 
trusting relationship 
 Prioritizing education 
Mindy 
Marsh 
 Communication and 
accessibility with central office 
leadership 
 Collaboration with colleagues. 
 Supportive culture 
 Positive culture 
 Collaboration 
 Collaboration 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
 Autonomy and trust 
 Support 
 Collaboration 
 Strong school culture 
 I like families being involved 
Nina  
Ball 
 Tapping into knowledge of 
teachers and administrators. 
 Opportunities to collaborate  
 Job control 
 Strong school culture 
 Collaboration 
 Supporting parents 
 See school as center of 
community 
Lee 
Patrick 
 Time to collaborate 
 District support 
 Collaboration/teamwork 
 Parent involvement 
 Staff taking job seriously and 
focused on students (culture) 
 Partner with school 
Rhonda 
Page 
 Professional development 
 Communication and 
transparency from central office 
 Relationships  Open communication 
 Relationships 
Clifton 
Parsons 
 Shared vision and commitments  Strong school culture/climate  Open communication 
 Active Involvement 
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As a result, both expressed concern over losing a supportive supervisor. Conversely, Marsh and 
Ball felt their current environment was not supportive. Marsh described feeling she, “constantly 
feared that if I don’t do the right thing, I’m going to get in trouble,” and a change in leadership 
had precipitated this feeling, 
I would say that since my boss left, there hasn't been a structure that's allowed for that 
level of support. I have one person who will actually return my calls now to, to support, 
but it's really hard. 
Ball also valued district support, stating, “You need to have conditions where people feel safe to 
take risks, have trust to step out of your comfort zone and sometimes, a lot of times, that isn’t 
fostered in our district.” Ball also relayed that their previous supervisor had done much to create 
those conditions, but they were specific to that supervisor and changed once they left. 
Three of the five stayers and in-district movers also highlighted collaboration with their 
colleagues and/or central office administration as one of their most valued conditions. The most 
common sentiment was that collaboration with colleagues, “allows for better decision-making 
and iteration of ideas,” and allows principals to, “learn from each other, get feedback and have 
open dialogue to push practice.” As in the case of support, several of the principals felt this 
condition as a function of district support and structures. 
The remaining conditions cited as most valued by in-district movers and stayers were 
district communication and autonomy.  Principals expressed how communication, transparency 
and a clear vision, “helps everyone get on board” and “allows for greater consistency and focus.” 
Of the two who listed autonomy, or job control, as a valued condition, their reasons related 
closely to those of district support. They believed a degree of freedom to solve problems and to 
implement site-based solutions was important as, “those working closest to the students, best 
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understand the needs, and potential solutions.” Ball lamented times when the district had 
contracted with outside consultants instead of working internally with those she felt could best 
provide solutions. She felt the district was constantly reacting and failed to take a cohesive and 
sustained approach, stating, “We pilot everything, but don’t ever see it through or make the 
modifications that need to be made and people get tired and then you don’t get the results.”  
At the school level, the principals most valued a strong productive culture, a supportive 
climate and a collaborative environment. Among the out-of-district movers, Principal Page, 
believed to collaborate the first step was in establishing relationships. She felt once staff, 
Knows that you care about them and you understand that they have a personal life. It 
makes it easier for me to have those difficult conversations because when you have a 
relationship with a person, they know you are coming from a place of truth and a place of 
reality. It makes the job easier and it makes it a better place 
Principal Rowe most valued having a supportive environment at the school level. He believed in 
taking as much as he could take off teachers’ plates so they could focus on helping their students. 
He described how teachers were very willing to work together at his school and that it was a tight 
knit group. He went out of his way to show his staff that he valued them, organizing outings and 
opportunities to bond, build trust and strengthen the culture.  
Amongst the stayers and in-district movers, a collaborative and child centered culture 
was a condition not only valued, but one they attributed to their work as principal. Principal 
Parsons spoke to the number of caring adults in the building and the “attitude that people showed 
one another, whether it’s student to teacher or teacher to teacher or teacher to student.” Principal 
Patrick spoke of having staff who, “always rise above” academic or behavioral challenges and 
that are “really solutions based,” which mirrored his comments about himself stating he wants 
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“to make sure they (staff) feel supported” and he “tries to be a solutions-based leader.” Principal 
Ball spoke to steps she took to build culture, create a shared vision and make sure everyone put 
students first. She shared an example of how her teachers were self-directed using teacher led 
walk-throughs to illustrate, stating,  
We have teacher led walkthroughs every Wednesday, whether I'm here or not, those are 
happening. So when you know your colleagues coming through that door, sometimes 
that's even more motivating than me showing you got because you want your colleague 
to think highly of you, right? And you want your colleagues to know that you're pulling 
your weight and (that happens) once you set up those structures and you create that 
culture of collaboration and risk taking. 
She also attributed the strong collaborative culture and learning environment to a very low 
teacher turnover rate, despite the high demands and pressures, and credited her staff for working 
hard to create and sustain the culture.   
Similarly, Principal Fuller, regarding school culture, said, “Everybody’s willing to work a 
little bit harder because they believe in the kids, they believe in the school and they believe in 
what we’re doing” and described her staff as great, willing to go above and beyond and there for 
each other. Principal Marsh also spoke to a positive and collaborative culture as the building 
conditions she valued the most, although she attributed its existence to the previous 
administrator. She also felt that teacher morale had slipped and could get better. 
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I think some of it has slipped in the past few years because we sort of thought like, well 
we have that down and now we're going to focus on really, really just a lot of the 
academic pieces and so I feel like some of its slipping and we need to revisit and you 
know, so I think it's sort of time to, to go back to that.  I'm starting to see some people, 
you know, feeling a little more frustrated, a little more problems between people, stuff 
like that.   
Of the stayers, Principal Marsh, was the only one who did not attribute her leadership to a 
positive climate and culture. Rather she attributed it to the previous principal who had helped 
start the school and selected the staff and vision. Similarly, she expressed the most frustration 
over building and district conditions.  
Concerning parents, principals across all categories valued support and teamwork. 
Several principals stated they most valued collaborating and working with parents as partners in 
their child’s education. Yet, there were distinctions in how each principal described 
collaboration. Among the movers, Principal Rowe stated that, ideally, parents trusted the school 
was doing a good job and that they were “making (school) a priority” at home and “ensuring 
their children were doing their homework and getting to school on time.” Principal Page related 
having open communication and again viewed building positive relationships as the starting 
point. She would make positive phone calls to build trust, believing that it made any potential 
future challenging conversations more productive and less adversarial. 
Among the stayers and in-district movers, Principal Patrick also described a partnership 
where parents trusted and supported the school; however, he also wanted to hear about their 
concerns as an “equal” team member. This was similar to Principal Fuller who described 
parental involvement through the lens of having open communication with honest feedback, so 
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they knew where everyone was coming from. Open communication was also used to describe 
what principals Principal Parsons valued from parents.  
Principal Ball was unique amongst all of the principals in her view of the relationship 
between school and parents. She saw the school as a resource to the community and believed in 
meeting parents where they were, stating, 
Our community should be able to come into a school and we really see ourselves as the 
center of the community. You should be able to come into a school and ask for assistance 
for anything. 
She shared specific outreach programs run through their family service provider, including a 
donation center stating, “We meet people where they are and we are in service to them, whatever 
that means and however that looks.” Principal Ball viewed the school as a central resource for 
families, and spoke enthusiastically about the school’s efforts to support families and she refused 
to look at families from a deficit model. Rather she began with an assumption that parents were 
doing the best they could with what they had and in light of their own challenges. Of all the 
principals, she reported the most success in engaging her families. 
 In summary, the principals across all groups valued collaboration with families. Principal 
Rowe, a mover, was vocal regarding parents owning their part in supporting their child’s 
education, however, also believed it was up to the school to build trust through “a track record” 
of success. Principal Ball also unique in her vision of the school as in total service to the needs of 
not only the school but to the families and the community, whatever “they might need.” 
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Role of Accountability 
Finally, I asked principals about their view of accountability in education (see Table 9), 
positive and negative, and whether it influenced their turnover intention. Not surprisingly, each 
of the principals faced demands regarding accountability including additional stress, a sense of 
unfairness in the portrayal of schools and in how success is measured. Despite this, four of seven 
principals felt accountability had its place and supported some form of accountability.   
Among the out-of-district movers, Principal Page and Principal Rowe both felt 
accountability had its place. Principal Rowe valued ways of measuring a school’s effectiveness 
and tools to guide professional development. Principal Page agreed, but felt that more informal 
and localized assessments could achieve this in a timelier and more manageable way. In her 
view, the state test scores only gave a snapshot, were not done for the sake of individual schools 
and set the stage for snap judgments by those in the public based on what they might see in the 
paper. While school-based assessments could very well give a fuller and different picture. She 
also believed it created a lot of stress for educators working in urban settings.   
Rowe went further, stating he believed that state assessments unfairly created a stigma for 
urban teachers and principals. He defended his teachers at his previous school speaking from the 
perspective of having worked in three districts, two of which were high performing, including his 
current school whose test scores were the highest in district. 
The staff (at his previous priority school), despite having lower test scores were the 
hardest working and most dedicated group of the three. And I've been fortunate that all 
three groups of staff I’ve worked with have been fabulous. And if I had a child in any of 
those schools, I'd be thrilled. But you know, that the difference was the teachers in the 
urban setting worked their tail off and had more professional development and more 
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training and were every bit as dedicated as those in the suburbs. They did not get the 
same test scores and therefore, in the eyes of many, we are (viewed as) not as worthy. 
He shared he had to overcome the same stigma when interviewing for his current position and 
that a Board of Education member questioned why the district would hire a principal whose prior 
school had test scores lower than in the district for which he was being considered.  
The stayers also felt mixed on accountability. For positives, Principal Patrick stated that 
holding oneself accountable sets oneself up for greater success and Principal Parsons spoke to 
how test scores facilitated goal setting and opportunities for schools to collaborate. Despite the 
benefits of using assessments to drive instruction, professional development and curricular 
revision, all but one of the stayers and in-district movers spoke to an overarching sense of 
unfairness in the current state accountability model. Principal Marsh, agreed with Principal Rowe 
and Page, and spoke to how she believed the media stigmatized staffs working in “more 
challenging settings,” and expressed how she too would put her current staff “up against any 
teacher in any suburb school or any magnet school.”  
Patrick explained the unfairness as not highlighting growth and evaluating schools on 
how far they moved students.  
We do not start off with kids already doing extremely well and sometimes it’s a little 
easier to continue the trend of doing well versus starting off at the bottom and working 
your way out of the bottom. 
Such data, according to Ball, “really lacks the understanding of the uniqueness of each child and 
each school.” Fuller and Parsons spoke to how state testing failed to provide timely or useful 
data compared with district level formative assessments, stating the state results were, “a piece of 
data, a data point that the state really wants to gather for their sake, not for our sake” and that,  
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I think a lot more people are leaving the industry, even teaching wise, and 
administratively, because of the accountability (tied to state test scores). It is a lot of 
pressure. It is a lot of stress. 
In summary, while each of the principals believed in being accountable and using student 
leaning data as a tool, both movers and stayers had strong reservations about the misuse of high 
stakes testing, the lack of a focus on growth and resulting unfairness of the system.  A system 
many felt labeled schools, and by proxy, teachers and principals as failing, when from their 
experience there was much to celebrate in terms of student progress and in particular the hard 
work and dedication of their teachers who were there to make a difference. 
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Table 9 
Accountability 
 Feelings on Accountability 
 Positive Negative 
Curtis 
Rowe  
 How we measure if things are effective 
 Guides curricula and professional development 
 Laying all the accountability or blame for their lack of 
success at the teacher or a school or administrator level 
Mindy 
Marsh 
 When things are going well it can provide a little 
“leeway” or “trust” to continue what they are 
doing 
 Starting to look at growth 
 Believes in being accountable 
 Feeling of total accountability with no support 
 One-size fits all solutions based on test scores 
 Not fair to compare schools based on sub-groups 
 Teachers working in more challenging settings are 
stigmatized 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
 I think we are accountable for a lot.  
 I know my kids academically and socially now 
because you have to know what their needs are. 
 I think a lot more people are leaving the industry even 
teaching wise and administratively because of the 
accountability. It is a lot of pressure. It's a lot of stress 
Nina  
Ball 
 It's easy to get discouraged 
 
 We're relying on heavily a score that's arbitrary 
 Very unfair system 
 No understanding of uniqueness of each child/school 
Lee 
Patrick 
 Holding ourselves accountable sets us up for 
greater success in our initiatives 
 Unfairness in not highlighting growth and evaluating 
schools based on how far they move students  
Rhonda 
Page 
 Has its place 
 Feels looking at more informal and district 
assessments would give a “different picture”  
 Felt a lot more stress working in an urban setting 
 It’s a snapshot at one point in time of performance  
 It’s a data point that the state really wants to gather 
 They're doing that for their sake, not for our sake 
 People make judgments on what they see in the paper 
Clifton 
Parsons 
 Allows for goal setting and focus for schools to 
work together 
 Should have multiple measures 
 Should be measured in growth 
 Should be some form of accountability 
 Works best when it’s shared 
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DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study, through the frame of the Job Demands-Resource model, was to 
understand how principals, working in priority schools/districts, make decisions to leave or stay 
and what conditions work to reduce turnover. The flexibility of the JD-R model allowed for the 
natural integration of each principal’s demands and resources as they arose through analysis to 
make sense of each principal’s context and level of strain versus engagement. This made it a 
useful tool to begin to understand their actions, as well as, actions a district might take to support 
and sustain principals.  
To understand how principals make decisions to move or stay in their principalship, one 
must first understand their experience, values, motivations and characteristics. Recruiting and 
identifying principals begins with a district’s ability to field a strong candidate pool. One of the 
study’s findings was the priority districts, where the principals worked, were disadvantaged in 
attracting experienced principals. As a result, they hired a greater number of first-year principals 
with little to no administrative experience. This is consistent with research (Baker et al., 2010; 
Branch et al., 2013; Loeb et al., 2010; Wheeler et al., 2006) including a 2011 study of Miami-
Dade County public schools using administrative data from 2003-2009, finding low achieving 
schools with high rates of poverty have more difficulty attracting experienced principals and that 
the majority lack prior leadership experience (Beteille et al., 2011). 
Contrastingly, central office administrators from the more resourced districts spoke to a 
wealth of candidates. They shared how it was typical to hire principals with prior administrative 
experience, despite lacking partnerships with universities, dedicated marketing or aggressive 
salary schedules. They expressed how they benefited from the perception their district was high 
performing, attracting greater numbers of qualified candidates. Relatedly, both of the out-of-
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district movers, left for more resourced districts, each bringing with them over five years of 
administrative experience. Conversely, of the staying principals, only one had more than a partial 
year of administrative experience at their time of hire. This scenario is consistent with prior 
research on principal preferences for easier to serve schools and resulting distribution of lesser 
experience principals to lower performing schools serving larger populations of minority 
populations and higher rates of poverty (Loeb et al., 2010; Papa, 2007; Wheeler et al., 2006). 
Additionally, it is consistent with research demonstrating principals who accept positions in 
harder to serve schools often use this experience, as in the case of Principal Page, to move to an 
easier to serve school (Baker et al., 2010; Beteille et al., 2011). 
In this study, I found that the stayers and movers who remained in their respective 
districts had a few things in common. First, in each case they came up through the system either 
through a student teaching placement or as a student. Additionally, several of them expressed a 
desire to make a difference, sharing a strong sense of social justice. They knew going in what the 
challenges would be and had existing support networks to bolster them. This driving sense of 
moral purpose, along with a feeling of belonging, were common factors contributing to their 
staying in their district. Two principals in particular connected their own childhood experiences 
to an internal drive to help others like themselves. Several principals spoke to feeling a sense of 
loyalty to their students, staff and district. These findings help answer the question of how 
principals make decisions to move or stay, putting a high value on principals’ alignment of 
professional values, motivations and their background experience as relevant factors. The 
principals who felt their professional values aligned with their work expressed the highest 
degrees of commitment to their school and/or district. They echo recent findings identifying 
characteristics, or success factors, of principals working in challenging schools to include a 
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strong commitment to one’s community and promotion of social justice (Moral, Garcia-Garnica 
& Martinez-Valdivia, 2018; Weiner & Holder, 2018).  
Another commonality amongst the stayers and in-district movers was their shared pride 
in their staff and the school climate. Each felt efficacious in their role in fostering a collaborative 
and student-centered culture. These findings support research stating school principals have the 
greatest authority to put systems in place to support learning (Grissom, 2011) and their personal 
belief in their success in creating supportive learning environments (Wallace Foundation, 2011) 
may explain their ability to persist amongst the many inherent challenges (Bandura, 1977). This 
also answers the question of what conditions are influential in principal retention. The individual 
narratives support findings that principals reporting high levels of work satisfaction 
(Tekleselassie & Villarreal, 2010), felt successful in positively shaping their school’s culture and 
developing professional learning communities with genuinely caring and professional support 
(Davila, 2010) were more likely to stay engaged and sustain their tenure in challenging schools 
(Loeb et al., 2010; Sun, 2015). This may also explain why three of the four movers and both in-
district movers, did not initiate their move, but were rather tapped by their or an outside 
superintendent. This supports research finding while some career decisions are self-initiated, 
other actors often influence career moves, in part or entirely, through recruiting/tapping or 
reassigning (Farley-Ripple & Welch, 2011). It is important to acknowledge principals’ decisions 
to move or stay in their positions are part of a broader context and districts have their own 
motivations in how they assign or move principal leadership. This raises the question of what 
those motivations might be as the districts moved principals from lower achieving, higher 
poverty school to higher achieving, lower poverty schools, which was the case in this study.  
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Connectedly, the finding that the positive cultures and learning communities principals 
create in their buildings are the same conditions they valued most from central office. This 
capstone supports, and perhaps more than any other condition, principals’ value district 
collaboration and support. From central office, principals valued opportunities to collaborate 
with their colleagues, as well as, district leadership. It was important for these principals to feel 
supported, to have a degree of autonomy in decisions around hiring, as well as, some latitude in 
building-based decisions aligned with student achievement. Additionally, principals appreciated 
communication, transparency and a clear vision, further answering the question of which 
conditions principals’ value most in meeting their work demands.  Incorporating such conditions 
is important to enhance principal satisfaction and can reduce mobility intentions (Tekleselassie & 
Villarreal, 2010). 
Patterson district served as a positive example of a school system that created these 
conditions. The superintendent described a philosophy of being there for principals “with feet on 
the ground” to help solve problems. Additionally, he spoke to a clear values-driven district vision 
and improvement plan with careful alignment to school improvement plans. He was proud of a 
strong record of accomplishment retaining effective principals and attributed their success to the 
district’s clarity around the types of leaders they looked to hire, their purposeful effort in 
branding and promoting schools, work developing pipelines and concerted effort to support their 
administrators. Perhaps, not surprisingly, he spoke to having retained each of his principals, 
outside of those counseled out, throughout his six-year tenure. 
In addition to identifying district conditions most valued by principals in regards to 
supporting their work and keeping them in their positions, this study identified conditions that 
frustrated and concerned principals. One of the most commonly shared concern was changing 
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district leadership. Hilltown district was in the midst of a leadership transition during the course 
of the study and the principals felt the negative impact of this transition acutely. One of the 
central office leaders, who was a key supporter of principals and central to creating collaborative 
structures, left between the first and second round of interviews. This created a disruption to the 
support network and communication channels for the principals in Hilltown along with 
increasing uncertainty as to the support they could expect in the future. Principals not only feared 
losing support as leadership changed, but several also expressed how district turnover often led 
to changing priorities, vision and an overall discontinuity of efforts. These concerns help us 
further identify the conditions principals most value and those that can support retention. 
Additionally, it connects to research on organizational change and it impact on those working 
within it including increasing their strain and the perception that change will cause greater 
disruption, uncertainty, and thus increase individuals’ turnover intention (Riolli & Savicki, 
2006).  
Implications for Practice and Policy 
The purpose of my study was to identify how priority districts can recruit and retain 
successful principals. Through the lived stories of principals working in priority schools/districts, 
whose tenure exceeded national averages, several patterns emerged that may inform future 
practice. As a result, this study supports priority districts to take steps to develop internal 
pipelines, identify promising leadership characteristics and create internal support structures and 
stability.  
To attract and retain quality principals, priority districts need to address the development 
of robust internal pipelines. This is not to the exclusion of aggressively identifying external 
candidates; however, internal candidates have the advantage of understanding the district 
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dynamics and contextual needs. Among the stayers in my study, the principals who had already 
been in the district (i.e., internal candidates) were more attuned to the demands of the 
principalship and, although challenges existed, those challenges did not become frustrations. 
This lower degree of frustration was particularly true relative to student behavior, parental 
involvement, and resources. Therefore, districts should work to identify, promote and support 
aspiring leaders in their ranks through opportunities to broaden their experience and leadership 
skills, including curricular work, coaching positions and program facilitation. Additionally, 
districts should work to collaborate with local universities to develop upward mobility programs 
such as leadership courses and accelerated master’s degree programs.  
Furthermore, in priority districts, internal pipelines should include cohort opportunities 
for teachers to pursue their administrative certificate, as was the case in Patterson. Cohorts 
groups that create opportunities for collaboration and practice-oriented teamwork are a key 
feature of effective leadership preparation programs (Davis, Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, & 
LaPointe, 2005). As several of the stayers pointed out in this study, not only did they feel a 
common sense of purpose and social justice with their colleagues with whom they taught and 
came up through the ranks, they also felt a sense of loyalty. A cohort model facilitates these 
relationships and embeds potential support networks. The principalship is a stressful and lonely 
job. Support was something each participant valued and increasing opportunities for developing 
support networks has the potential to improve the retention rate of administrators. Research on 
the work identifies four key elements, three of which include apt standards for principals, high-
quality pre-service training and tightly aligned on-the-job performance evaluation and support 
(Mendels, 2016). 
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Another recommendation for developing successful priority district leaders is to create 
internship programs. In such a program, each level of prospective leader has a yearlong 
opportunity to work in an advanced leadership role. For example, a sitting principal would have 
the opportunity to work at the central office level as a principal supervisor. Their assistant 
principal would have the opportunity to fill the one-year vacancy created by this move and a 
teacher leader would have the opportunity to serve as the assistant principal. Both cases build 
leadership skills and add valuable experience. Experience that can solidify an individual’s 
personal decision-making regarding mobility opportunities, help them to have a more realistic 
expectation going into their next role and, as a result, a greater likelihood of successfully meet 
the associated demands. Additionally, it helps districts make better-informed decisions when 
hiring. The Wallace Foundation has done extensive work in this area through the Principal 
Supervisor Initiative (PSI) model. The Principal Supervisor Initiative includes many of these and 
the above listed recommendations. The Wallace Foundation launched PSI, a 2014 four-year $24-
million-dollar effort to redefine principal supervision in urban school districts (Saltzman, 2016).  
The fourth key element for districts in developing leadership pipelines and identifying 
successful principal candidates is the development of rigorous hiring procedures. This study’s 
findings identify the influence a principal’s motivations, sense of social justice and relevant 
experience have on their decision-making. The stayers each expressed a strong sense of social 
justice and desire to make a difference, not just for students, but also for their specific 
community. Therefore, districts need to think consciously about matching principals’ personal 
experience, values and motivations when hiring to lead priority schools. I recommend districts 
look to identify candidates with a strong sense of social justice and connection to the students 
they will be serving. I encourage interview committees to develop screening protocols to identify 
55 
 
 
 
candidates with this trait and for an alignment between the candidate’s values with the district’s 
core mission. A final trait shared amongst the majority of the stayers was the ability to develop 
professional learning cultures. Therefore, I recommend screening for strong leadership qualities 
and experience working with and leading teams. The candidates in this study were willing to 
endure a multitude of challenges when they felt a strong sense of purpose combined with a 
connection to the students, community and staff. The Wallace Foundation added additional 
recommendations, such as including in the interview process practical demonstrations of one’s 
abilities.  
A third recommendation is to create systems of support for principals working in priority 
schools. The principals in this study universally desired to feel supported by their district and to 
have opportunities to collaborate with central office and with fellow principals. As such, districts 
need to provide clear and cohesive systems to facilitate effective communication channels, 
collaborative cultures, and support networks for principals. Principals highly value opportunities 
for collaboration, strong student-centered cultures and a well-articulated vision. Internal systems 
that provide these structures, along with the training and support for principals to replicate 
positive learning cultures in their buildings; will provide the conditions principals most valued 
across contexts. LEAD Connecticut, an initiative supported by the Connecticut State Department 
of Education, is an example of a model designed to support superintendents, as well as, 
principals in raising achievement through research-based services, opportunities for reflection, 
embedded support, professional learning and collaborative problem solving and feedback. 
Additional ways to support priority school principals are through mentorship and 
induction programs within the context of their school. PSI offers a strong example (Saltzman, 
2016). In the PSI model, newly hired through third year principals meet regularly to conduct 
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joint observations, share best practice, coaching and data-analysis. The first three years is when a 
large number of new principals leave their positions, therefore targeting those early years, 
helping newly hired principals to establish themselves and hone their instructional leadership 
could increase their likelihood of having a positive impact on student learning, meeting their job 
demands, building their sense of efficacy and in turn reducing turnover intention. Breaking the 
cycle of repeated turnover, exacerbated by placing our least experienced principals into the 
hardest to serve schools, and allowing principals to fully mobilize their vision, sustain initiatives 
and build learning communities allows for principals to realize their full potential to the benefit 
of their schools, staff and students.  
Systems that prioritize coherence, collaboration and professional learning cannot be left 
to the personal philosophies of individual leaders and subject to their moving, but rather need to 
sustained and adapted as best practice across boards of education and state departments. The 
principals in this study valued on-going principal support, professional development, and 
systems that promote professional learning communities. Such systems have the potential to not 
only improve leadership, teaching, and learning, but also to serve as a strategy for districts to 
increase the retention of effective principals in harder to serve schools.  
Implications for Future Research 
 This study has implications for future research on school and district leadership stability 
including improving principal recruitment, training and support systems to enhance principal 
effectiveness and retention. Retention influenced by central office turnover and the unintended 
consequences of premature changing of priorities, abandonment of initiatives and the disruption 
of support and communication networks. All of which, work to create overall system instability 
and increase principal turnover intention. Research on superintendent turnover shows 
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comparable rates to building principals, with approximately 20% turning over each year and an 
average tenure of only three years (Grissom & Mitani, 2016). Similarly, superintendents also 
make lateral moves for higher salaries and to higher performing more affluent districts (Grissom 
& Mitani, 2016). Additional studies on superintendent retention, or measures to ensure system 
cohesion independent of leadership, could help inform district strategies on improving overall 
stability.  
Exploring system stability through purposeful designs in recruitment, leadership 
development, embedded supports and professional learning, such as the PSI and Connecticut 
LEAD models, could provide additional guidance for districts looking to improve principal 
retention and student outcomes. Designing systems to facilitate vertical advancement and the 
development of effective leaders at all levels helps absorb leadership transitions while providing 
the stability and therefore the time necessary for improvement efforts to gain traction and 
ultimately improve student outcomes. 
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol 
Principals 
 
Time of Interview:     Dates: 
Interviewee:      Location: 
Position of Interviewee:    Years in current position: 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I am Michael Litke, an Ed.D. candidate in 
the Educational Leadership Program at the University of Connecticut. I am conducting research 
on principal turnover and the role districts play in increasing retention. 
 
1. Tell me what led you to become a principal. Tell me about your journey. 
a. Explore 
i. Motivations, educational background 
 
2. What guided you to work in an urban setting? 
a. Explore 
i. Prior urban experience 
ii. Amount of prior administrative experience 
iii. Available alternatives 
 
3. What were your expectations going into that role? 
 
4. What were some of the pertinent successes or accomplishments you were most proud of? 
 
5. What were some of the pertinent challenges that you faced along the way? 
a. Explore  
Demands/Resources 
Parental involvement 
School climate 
Student academic success 
Student behavior 
District support 
District or outside pressures 
Lack of Resources (Staffing, materials) 
 
6. What were some sources of frustration?  
a. Explore 
i. Control in decision making (use of resources, hiring) 
ii. Parental involvement 
iii. Staff relations/stability 
iv. Central office or policy 
v. Student behaviors 
vi. Feelings of making a difference 
70 
 
 
 
7. Were there any key moments that affected your outlook? 
 
8. What led you to make the decision to stay/leave your current/previous position? 
a. Explore 
i. Salary 
ii. Conditions 
iii. Job security 
iv. Resources/Demands 
v. Recruitment or Tapping 
vi. Personal  
 
9. Were there any personal factors that played a role? 
a. Explore 
i. Location 
ii. Life changes 
iii. Disposition 
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocol 
Principals Round 2 
 
Time of Interview:     Dates: 
Interviewee:      Location: 
Position of Interviewee:    Years in current position: 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me again.  As a follow-up to our initial interview, I 
would like to ask a few more questions regarding  
 
1. What is your general feeling about the role of accountability in education? 
a. Can you give me an example of how you see accountability impacting your work 
in positive and/or negative ways? 
 
2. What district-based conditions do you value most as a principal? 
a. Is there a particular example of how that condition might/ did positively impact 
your work? 
b. To what degree do you feel that condition is available to you in your current 
role?  
c. Why do you think that might be the case? 
 
3. What school-based conditions do you value most as a principal? 
a. Is there a particular example of how that condition might/ did positively impact 
your work? 
b. To what degree do you feel that condition is available to you in your current 
role?  
c. Why do you think that might be the case 
 
4. What parental and community based conditions do you value most as a principal? 
a. Is there a particular example of how that condition might/ did positively impact 
your work? 
b. To what degree do you feel that condition is available to you in your current 
role? 
c. Why do you think that might be the case? 
 
5. On reflection, are there conditions or circumstances under which would you have 
remained at your previous position?  If not, why not? If yes, how do you perceive those 
positively impacting your work? (movers) 
 
6. On reflection, under what conditions or circumstances, would you leave your current 
position? (stayers) 
 
7. Is there anything I missed or that you would like to add regarding the features of your 
work that you find supportive or difficult and why? 
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Appendix C 
Interview Protocol 
Central Office Administration 
 
Time of Interview:     Dates: 
Interviewee:      Location: 
Position of Interviewee:    Years in current position: 
 
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I am Michael Litke, an Ed.D. candidate in 
the Educational Leadership Program at the University of Connecticut. I am conducting research 
on principal turnover and the role districts play in increasing retention. 
 
1. What factors contribute to the district's ability to attract and retain effective principals? 
a. Explore 
i. Applicant pool 
ii. Salary 
iii. Experience level of new administrators 
 
2. To what extent has principal retention been a problem in your district? 
 
3. What are the primary circumstances that would typify the reasons for principal turnover? 
a. Explore 
i. Poor performance 
ii. Burnout 
iii. Career advancement  
iv. Change of school in/out of district 
 
4. What are the core values of (insert district) schools as an organization? 
 
5. What do you see as the most pertinent challenges faced by building principals? 
 
6. What do you see as the most pertinent resources available for principals in meeting those 
challenges? 
 
7. How does the district support new administrators?  
 
8. How does the district support the ongoing professional growth of its principals? 
 
9. How do principals have opportunities to collaborate? 
 
10. How much Influence do principals have over curriculum? Hiring? Budget? 
 
Thank you for spending this time with me. I appreciate your participation in this project. 
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Brief summary of contents: 
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Tables 
 
Interviews:  Challenges and Frustrations 
 Challenges Sources of Frustration Decision to Leave/Stay  
Cand 
1 
 Working with families was a bit of a 
challenge. Um, you could tell the 
difference when you had parents 
that were supportive, um, you know 
working together, you just, you 
know, it's like one on one makes 
three because the combined impact 
of school and home when you don't 
have that, um, it's just that much 
more difficult. 
 Supports for dealing with students 
with behavioral needs. 
 Lack of resources for support staff 
 “The difference was the teachers 
in the urban setting work their tail 
off and had more professional 
development and more training 
and we're every bit as dedicated as 
those in the suburbs, didn't get the 
same scores. And therefore in the 
eyes of many, we're not as 
worthy.” 
 Supports for dealing with students 
with behavioral needs. 
 Lack of resources for support staff 
 Was reached out to by former 
member of central office who 
had recently changed districts. 
 Inheriting an assistant principal 
that was not viewed as 
successful against protests and 
willingness to go without. That 
was a little bit more stable and 
then made the decision. 
 Some turnover at central office. 
Um, and that was unsettling 
 Significant pay increase.  
 
Cand 
2 
 “A lot of absences and no 
substitutes want to come here.” 
 Lack of resources to support 
challenging behaviors/needs. 
 High student absenteeism and lack 
of resources for follow-up. 
 Parents are overwhelmed and there 
is allot of trauma.  
 Student behaviors and students in 
trauma. 
 Large class sizes. 
 Inadequate human resources. 
 Parent involvement. 
 Bureaucracy. 
 Safety concerns. 
 District cohesion and 
communication. 
 Sense of division between the 
parents and the schools. 
 Time taken away from being an 
instructional leader. 
 Lack of support staff. 
 “It really is the lack of central 
office supports. 
 Disconnect between central office 
and real needs of principals. 
 Not getting responses from 
district to calls or emails. 
 Barriers to being an instructional 
leader. 
  So I think the moments that I feel 
sort of demoralized and like I 
can't do this anymore. 
 Can’t afford to go back to the 
classroom. 
 
 If I were to be an assistant 
principle instead for really, really 
good principal, that's awesome, 
right? I can still work just as 
hard and do all of the things I 
love about this job, but I 
wouldn't have to deal with all the 
things that I've mentioned as 
frustrations because the things 
that frustrate me are not the kids 
and are not the parents and 
they're not the staff, you know 
what I mean? 
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Challenges and Frustrations 
 Challenges Sources of Frustration Decision to Leave/Stay  
Cand 
3 
 Lack of human resources. 
 Budget has been a challenge. 
 Behavior issues of some of the most 
challenging students. 
 It's a frustration when like we had 
a kid that ran and up the street 
down the street. Literally we were 
up and down the street and 
because of the new state laws and 
stuff and what the student code of 
conduct, it wasn't even a 
suspendable offense. And I'm not 
saying that I believe in suspension 
like, you know, for no reason. But 
we had several kids after him. 
Those kids are kind of sit on the 
fence that we're like, wait. He 
walked and he couldn't get 
suspended 
 Proximity. 
 
 “Like you believe that you're a 
part of you came up through and 
it's almost like this is where you 
belong. 
 “When I think about leaving, it's 
like, I feel almost like I'm 
cheating on East Hartford. I'm 
like, I'm cheating on my kids or 
I'm cheating on, you know, on my 
staff now.” 
 
Cand 
4 
 So I would say the biggest 
challenge for us continues to be not 
having enough staff. 
 district pressures I would say 
around academic success. 
 Parental involvement. 
 Lack of instructional resources. 
 Extent of student needs. 
 Feeling that when things are going 
well it is used as rationale not to 
provide human resources that are 
needed. 
 “Not having enough people to do 
the work.” 
 I think what's really interesting 
about my staff and me is that we 
are very loyal and one of the 
inside jokes that we have is we 
have outlived every leadership out 
there. And we will continue to do 
so because we have a moral 
compass. We know where we're 
going regardless of what's 
happening at the district. We are 
this community. We believe in 
our kids. We believe in our 
community and peer pressure and 
you know it might be a lot easier. 
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Tables 
 
Challenges and Frustrations 
 Challenges Sources of Frustration Decision to Leave/Stay  
Cand 
5 
 District cuts to administration 
ranks, which will increase 
workload. 
 Having open and honest 
conversations with staff members. 
 Never being able to make 
everybody happy. 
 dealing with challenging situations 
and behaviors 
 Increasing student achievement. 
 “Other frustrations is the 
challenge of not always having 
the parents working together with 
you for the best of the child.” 
 Under funding. 
 When “politics gets involved.” 
 They came to me, they said, this 
is probably going to happen. We 
don't know how we're going to do 
this. Here's an opportunity. 
 In my head about every six years, 
I'm ready for something new. I'm 
ready for another challenge and 
things like that. 
 It was an opportunity to work 
with new people and keep from 
getting too comfortable. 
Cand 
6 
 “Most of my time was consumed 
with children and their behavior.” 
 Challenging parents. 
 Staff to assist with behavioral 
needs. 
 One frustration, “is the challenge 
of not always having the parents 
working together with you for the 
best of the child.” 
 Behaviors and other demands 
taking away from time to, “be an 
instructional leader.” 
 Ultimately why I left when I did 
was because I moved. 
 Had I not moved, I would still not 
be there. So I would have started 
looking. And I think once again, it 
just goes back to the reason why I 
went into the principalship in the 
first place was really to be an 
instructional leader. 
Cand 
7 
 Not being prepared with the right 
personnel and support staff to help 
your initiative when improving 
teaching and learning in a school. 
 Different, um, central office 
personnel, superintendents coming 
in and out with their vision not 
being clear. 
 “Teachers can be a challenge.” 
 “How do the administrators in the 
building run the data teams? How 
do we build leadership, how do 
we build capacity, who's going to 
be our team leaders to be 
responsible for monitoring those 
practices while we deal with some 
of the other stuff that has to go on 
in the building?” 
 Was tapped to take on a new 
school. 
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Tables 
  
Pertinent Challenges: Summary 
 Stud 
Perf 
School 
Climate 
Stud 
Beh 
Par  Dist. 
Supp 
Staffing 
 
Other 
Curtis 
Rowe  
  x x  x 
 District 
turnover 
Mindy 
Marsh 
  x x x x 
 Chronic 
absences 
 Bureaucrac
y 
 Substitutes 
 Importance 
of district 
support 
 District 
turnover 
 Staff issues 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
  x   x 
 Budget 
 Importance 
of district 
support 
 District 
turnover 
Nina  
Ball 
x  x x x x 
 Importance 
of district 
support 
 District 
turnover 
Lee 
Patrick 
x  x x  x 
 Making 
everyone 
happy 
 District 
support 
 District 
turnover 
Rhonda 
Page 
  x x  x  
Clifton 
Parsons 
     x 
 Substitutes 
 Teachers 
 District 
turnover 
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Principal Frustrations: Summary 
 
Frustrations 
 Control 
in 
Decision 
Making 
Parent 
Issues 
Staff 
Issues 
Policies/ 
CO 
Student 
Beh. 
Staffing 
 
Other 
Curtis 
Rowe  
     x 
 Need for 
additional 
support staff 
 Stigmatizing 
of teachers  
 District 
Turnover 
Mindy 
Marsh 
 x  x  x 
 Time away 
from being 
instructional 
leader 
 Support 
 District 
Turnover 
 Lack of 
fairness in 
assessing 
schools 
Jennifer 
Fuller    x  x 
 Lack of 
fairness in 
assessing 
schools 
Nina  
Ball 
     x 
 Not having 
enough staff 
Lee 
Patrick 
 x     
 Underfunding 
 Politics  
Rhonda 
Page 
 x   x  
 Time away 
from being 
instructional 
leader 
Clifton 
Parsons 
      
 Time away 
from being 
instructional 
leader 
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Tables 
 
School Demographic and Data Points 
 
Principals 
Current 
School 
# 
Stud. 
% 
F/R 
Priority 
School 
Teacher 
Avg. 
Abs. 
Chronic 
Absence 
Rates 
Susp. 
Rate 
% 
ELL 
SPI: 
ELA 
SPI: 
MA 
# of 
Asst. 
Princ, 
Ratio of 
Cert. 
Staff to 
Students 
Ratio of 
Non-
Cert. 
Staff to 
Students 
Ratio of 
Inst. 
Specialists 
to 
Students 
Ratio of 
Couns. to 
Students. 
Curtis 
Rowe  
742 4.3 No 
4.9 
3.5 
.8 
15.1 79.8 78.9 1.0 17:1 56:1 181:1 371:1 
Mindy 
Marsh 
501 78.4 Yes 
18.4 
19.5 
3.9 
20.2 53.5 52.2 1.0 18:1 167:1 162:1 200:1 
Jennifer 
Fuller 
355 49.6 Yes 
7.3 
10.1 
2.2 
9.9 64.9 57.6 0 15:1 118:1 122:1 187:1 
Nina  
Ball 
396 81.1 Yes 
8.1 
17.6 
6.9 
39.6 50.4 50 1.0 15:1 396:1 99:1 264:1 
Lee 
Patrick 
544 48.5 Yes 
8.8 
11.9 
2.7 
5.5 63.1 58.3 1.0 18:1 68:1 227:1 272:1 
Rhonda 
Page 
305 17.7 No 
9.4 
5.5 
0 
3.0 79.3 73.8 0 14:1 305:1 305:1 508:1 
Clifton 
Parsons 
375 64.3 Yes 
14.7 
7.5 
17.5 
14.1 56.9 50.6 1.0 17:1 375:1 83:1 313:1 
 
 
